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The finely-crafted terra cotta façade of the Steuben Club Building
also exemplifies the importance of the terra-cotta industry to
Chicago in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. From
the immediate post-Fire years of the 1870s through the early 1930s,
Chicago was a leading American center for architectural terra-cotta
design and manufacture. Terra cotta factories took advantage of
Chicago’s vibrant and innovative architectural community, its
strategic location at the center of the nation’s great railroad trans-
portation network, and its proximity to clay deposits in nearby
Indiana.

In Italian, terra cotta means “baked earth.” For architectural
purposes, however, terra cotta generally refers to building cladding
or ornament manufactured from clay, hand-molded or cast into
hollow blocks with internal stiffening webs, and fired at tempera-

An advertisement (right) from the
Chicago-based Northwestern Terra Cotta
Co., which produced the cladding for the
Steuben Club. Glazed terra-cotta became
popular in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century for skyscraper
construction.  The Steuben Club Building
is one of the last great examples of such a
terra-cotta–clad skyscraper.

The Steuben Club’s striking polygonal
tower is clad in the buff-colored, texture
terra cotta of the base of the building and
white, untextured terra cotta on its cap,
to make the this part of the tower stand
out.
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tures higher than used for brick. Developed first to produce clay
urns and garden statuary, the Chicago Terra Cotta Company—the
first terra cotta company in the United States—opened in 1868
and soon expanded into architectural terra cotta production.

During the great Chicago Fire of 1871 cast-iron structural mem-
bers in buildings melted in the extreme heat, and brick and
granite had broken and crumbled. After the Fire, terra cotta was
used to encase steel structural supports such as I-beams and
columns for fireproofing. Other uses of the material included
arched floor systems, partitions and as backing for exterior walls
Terra Cotta soon evolved as an exterior cladding material with
great decorative possibilities. Terra-cotta cornices were also in
high demand because of their relative lightness (in comparison
with stone) and perceived durability.

Use of terra cotta expanded when Chicago passed an ordinance in
1886 requiring that all buildings over ninety feet in height should
be absolutely fireproof. Builders of skyscrapers found terra cotta
an attractive medium because of its lightness, durability (crisp
details did not erode over time and could easily be cleaned), and
potential for decorative uses (terra cotta’s plastic quality allowed
for highly original ornament)—all attributes which stemmed from
the nature of the material. By 1900 three important terra-cotta
companies—Northwestern, American, and Midland—were
headquartered in Chicago.

Glazed terra-cotta became popular in the late nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century for skyscraper construction. Many of
Chicago’s finest skyscrapers of the period, ranging from such
seminal landmarks as the Reliance Building (1894-95) to the
Pittsfield Building (1927), were covered in terra cotta, touted for
both its ease of production and maintenance. The Steuben Club
Building is one of the last great examples of such a terra cotta–
clad skyscraper.

Architect Karl M. Vitzthum

Karl M. Vitzthum (1880-1967), the architect of the Steuben Club
Building, designed several distinctive Chicago skyscrapers,
including the One North LaSalle Building (1930; a designated
Chicago Landmark) and the Steuben Club Building. His firm, K.
M. Vitzthum & Co. also designed the Bell Building (now the Old
Republic Building) at 307 S. Michigan Ave. (1925) and the Mid-
land Club Building at 276 W. Adams St. (1927).

Vitzthum was born in Tutzing, Germany, and educated at the
Royal College of Architecture in Munich. He emigrated to the
United States in 1902, then came to Chicago twelve years later, in
1914. Vitzthum initially worked for such prominent architectural
firms as D.H. Burnham & Co. and its successor firm, Graham,
Anderson, Probst and White. After 1919, he headed the firm of

Vitzthum was born in Tutzing, Germany,
and educated at the Royal College of
Architecture in Munich.  He emigrated to
the United States in 1902, then came to
Chicago twelve years later, in 1914.
Vitzthum initially worked for such
prominent architectural firms as D.H.
Burnham & Co. and its successor firm,
Graham, Anderson, Probst and White.
After 1919, he headed the firm of K.M.
Vitzthum & Co., which focused on the
design of commercial, industrial, and
large residential buildings, with his junior
partner, John J. Burns.
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K.M. Vitzthum & Co., which focused on the design of commercial,
industrial, and large residential buildings. His junior partner, John
J. Burns (1886-1956), was born in New York City and graduated
from Washington University in St. Louis. The father of nine
children, he lived in the Rogers Park area of Chicago and was in
partnership with Vitzthum for forty years.

Vitzthum was well-known for his early twentieth-century bank
architecture, designing more than fifty banks throughout the
Midwest. Chicago banks designed by Vitzhum include the Hyde
Park Bank at 1525 E. 53rd Street (1929), Marquette State Bank at
6314-20 S. Western Ave. (1925), the Pioneer Trust and Savings
Bank at 4000 W. North Ave. (1926) and the Home Bank and Trust
Company Building at 1200-08 N. Ashland Ave./1600-12 W. Divi-
sion St.(1925-26, currently under consideration as a Chicago
Landmark). The firm also designed ecclesiastical buildings, such as
St. Peter’s Catholic Church at 110 W. Madison Street (1953) and St.
Thomas Aquinas Church at 4301 W. Washington Boulevard (1925).

Karl Vitzthum was an important early
twentieth century architect in Chicago,
responsible for some of the city’s most
recognizable skyscrapers, banks and
religious buildings. Three of his most
prominent commissions include One
North LaSalle (left), the Bell Building (now
the Old Republic Building, top right), and
the relocated St. Peter’s Catholic Church
(lower right).
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CRITERIA FOR DESIGNATION

According to the Municipal Code of Chicago (Sec. 2-120-620 and -
630), the Commission on Chicago Landmarks has the authority to
recommend landmark designation for a building, structure, or
district if the Commission determines it meets two or more of the
stated “criteria for landmark designation,” as well as possesses a
significant degree of its historic design integrity.

The following should be considered by the Commission on Chi-
cago Landmarks in determining whether to recommend that the
Steuben Club Building be designated as a Chicago Landmark.

Criterion 1: Critical Part of City’s History

Its value as an example of the architectural, economic, social, or
other aspect of the heritage of the City of Chicago, State of
Illinois, or the United States.

• The Steuben Club Building is a distinguished example of the
soaring high-rises that became an important part of Chicago’s
skyline in the 1920s due to the city’s 1923 zoning ordinance,
which mandated skyscrapers with set-back towers.

• The Steuben Club Building reflects the immense growth of the
Loop in the 1920s, as the traditional office areas of Chicago’s
downtown spread to the north and west.

Criterion 4: Important Architecture

Its exemplification of an architectural type or style distinguished
by innovation, rarity, uniqueness, or overall quality of design,
detail, materials, or craftsmanship.

• The Steuben Club is an excellent 1920s-era, Gothic Revival–style
skyscraper, a skyscraper style greatly influenced by the 1922
Chicago Tribune Tower competition.

• The Steuben Club Building exemplifies the importance of terra
cotta as a major architectural material for skyscrapers and other
buildings in Chicago during the early twentieth century.

• The Steuben Club Building displays exceptional use of materials
and craftsmanship in its extensive and visually dramatic use of
exterior terra-cotta ornament, including pointed arches, tracery,
finials, and flying buttresses.

Criterion 5: Important Architect

Its identification as the work of an architect, designer, or engineer,
or builder whose individual work is significant in the history or
development of the City of Chicago, State of Illinois, or the United
States.

• Karl M. Vitzthum, the architect of the Steuben Club Building,
was an important early twentieth-century architect in Chicago,
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designing several of the city’s most striking 1920s-era skyscrap-
ers, including the One North LaSalle Building (designated a
Chicago Landmark).

• Vitzthum was also a significant Chicago architect of bank
buildings, designing many of the city’s most distinctive neighbor-
hood banks, including the Home Bank and Trust Company
Building (currently under consideration as a Chicago Landmark)
and the Hyde Park Bank Building.

 Criterion 7: Unique Visual Feature

 Its unique location or distinctive physical appearance or presence
representing an established and familiar visual feature of a
neighborhood, community, or the City of Chicago.

• The Steuben Club Building, with its dramatically-scaled, Gothic-
ornamented tower, is a distinctive visual presence in Chicago’s
Loop.

Integrity Criterion

The integrity of the proposed landmark must be preserved in light
of its location, design, setting, materials, workmanship and ability
to express its historic, community, architectural or aesthetic
interest or value.

The Steuben Club Building possesses excellent physical integrity,
displayed through its siting, scale and overall design. It retains its
historic exterior form, materials and majority of detailing.

Changes to the building include the remodeling of the original first
floor, which replaced original terra-cotta cladding with simple,
granite panels. The lobby, although retaining its historic configura-
tion, was remodeled with new materials at this time. In addition,
the original club rooms of the Steuben Club have long been subdi-
vided into office space, although some original murals from the
dining room remain. The Club’s former swimming pool also
remains largely intact and is use as part of a health club.

Significant Historical and Architectural Features

Whenever a building is under consideration for landmark designa-
tion, the Commission on Chicago Landmarks is required to iden-
tify the “significant historical and architectural features” of the
property. This is done to enable the owners and the public to
understand which elements are considered most important to
preserve the historical and architectural character of the proposed
landmark. Based on its preliminary evaluation of the Steuben Club
Building, the Commission staff recommends that the significant
features be identified as:

• all exterior elevations, including rooflines, of the building
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